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When I first became concerned with Africa and began to ask about the study 

of its history, almost immediately I came upon the question of provohistory and 

the me .hods required to deal with the non- docwnentary rraterials it in'rolved. 

I was told by European and African alike that such history as there was concern-

ing Africa dealt almost exclusi~ely with European penetration of Africa from the 

fifteenth century onward and that it was written as part of the history of ~urop-

ean colonial expansion and not of Africa as such. Of the period preceding the 

coming of the Europeans there was very little known, but since civilizations of 

varying size, power, and sophistication had existed in Africa for 2000 years or 

more, some effort would have to ~e made to recreate their history as a natural 

backdrop to more recent e·rents. Because li ~..tle writing existed in Africa before 

the Europeans few written records could ':le found, but there 'lfas the highly devel-

oped oral tradition available as an archive and there were the archeological 

rerrains. 

The more I looked into the matter the less certain I became of the neces-

si ty of recreating this early history in any systematic way. There was, first 
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of all, considerable controversy among scholars over the reliabilit" of anthrop-

ological and archeological evidence. Second, there was question as t o how far 

oack into the past history could be accurately reconst ruct ed on the basis of 

this evidence . Third, and roost import ant, there was nw own growing doubt that 

any exhaustive recreation of remot e eras was worth the effort and expense it 

would entail. I came to feel, therefore, that historical studies on Africa 

might be most fruitful were they to begin with major issues and mo·ernents in the 

contemporary scene which could be better understood through hist orical analysis. 

Once these issues were identified, it would develop from the ensuing resear~b 

how far back the historian had to probe, what sorts of evidence he required, and 

how reliable i t was. 

Actually, when ane thinks of major contemporary questions and A:rican 

history, one is drawn not t oward t .. e period before Africa was disco··ered but to 

the period since. I suppose nothing is more characterist ic of present -day Africa 

and its problems than the fact that it has become very much a part of t.l-).e world 

community, and its problems are essentially those of adjustment to this new 

relationship . African relations with Europe, with the Middle E:=~st, 'vith Asia -

wha te\rer they have been in the past - are bound to 'tee orne fuller and more complex 

in the future. If the present is regarded as the end product of a society's 

past, then something learned about past contacts with the rest of the world might 

t ell the African how he got where he is t oday and, hopefully, where he is going 

tomorrow. 

Historical explorat ion of links with the outside world would of course 
area. 

have to Yary according t o geographic/\ In West Africa where European contact goes 

back 500 years wha~ has been s~udied of the history of economic , political and 
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cultural penetration has been done largely by Europeans from the point of view 

of European colonial history. A look at this development by the African himself , 

from the inside out, is needed to put events in better perspective for emergent 

West African nations and to forestall nationalistic mythologies already begin-

ning . Probably a good deal of oral tradition evidence and some archeological 

materials will have to be studied in order that this story may be told, but 

there is considerable archival material as well to contribute toward a full 

picture. This type of history is already being attempted by Africans - whose 

job it essentially is - witness the Benin and Yoruba histor ical research schemes 

in Nigeria, the interest of the universities in African studies, and the begin-

ning of individual research in and out of the universities . On behalf of this 

development we are following several promising projects and individuals for 

eventual assistance through fellowships and other aid. 

The Middle East provides another African contact with the outside world 

which is especially important in \Vest Africa. We are now beginning to under-

stand and to measure the extent and importance of Islam in the shaping of the 

Sahara area for 1000-1200 years and of the coastal region more recently. The 

history of this influence has not yet been widely studied, but a start is being 

made. At the University College, Ibadan, Niger ia, systematic research and train-

ing is planned and the RF has been asked to assist in this development. Already 

we are supporting one individual study through McGill Univer sity, and others may 

be looked for within the next year or two. 

One of the most crucial points of European contact occurs in Central and 

South Africa. Here the shattering force of European colonization is seen today 

in the confused and often bitter racial differences in these areas . In an effort 

to find mutual sympathy and understanding , Africans - both white and black - must 
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come to know better the events which led up to the present difficulties. Some 

work is already being done toward this end, including an interesting study of 

the role of the missions in the Rhodesias by an RF grantee . Other promising 

proposals are to be looked for. 

In East Africa similar questions present themselves . The story of 

European occupation, though recent and well documented, has not been recorded 

from the African viewpoint . As yet little attention has been directed to the 

long-standing Muslim influence along the coast, and no effort has been made to 

study the racial question in Kenya. In this connection, another history which 

seems to need exploration is that of the colonization from India. So far as I 

know there is no present interest in Africa in this subject. It must be taken 

into account, however, in any serious effort to understand the racial problem 

along Africa ' s East coast. 

A particular variant of East African history is presented by Ethiopia, 

with its long- standing xenephobia and backwardness, its swelling nationalism, 

its unique religious development, and its history of contact with Egypt and the 

Near East. The University College at Addis Ababa serves as a center where re-

search into Ethiopian history can be coordinated and directed. To begin, the 

College is seeking RF help toward the organization and expansion of existing 

library and religious materials long scattered and buried. 

Some outside influences on Africa are apparent in one form or another 

throughout the continent and may lend themselves to more general or comparative 

treatment. For example, a major force in Africa today is nationalism, an idea 

which was totally imported from Europe. Another is dexoocracy and the peculiar 

forms it is assuming in independent African nations . A third is the effect of 
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different types of colonial rule - British, French, Belgian, German, and Portu-

guese - on the character and growth of African nations . All of these phenomena 

call for historical examination. Wnat, for example , are the prospects for 

deiOOcracy in light of traditional African ideas and the varying kind of in-

fluence they have received from the Nest - British, French, Portuguese, etc? 

How has nationalism differed in one area from another as a result of colonial 

policies? 

There are of course aspects of African history not necessarily connec-

ted with the history of recent international contact. Some attention will doubt-

less have to be given to the history of special subjects such as art, music, 

dance, and architecture . My guess is that relatively little will be suggested 

in such fields, at least for the immediate future, partly because of scanty 

materials but more due to growing interest in neYI and different art fonns . Where 

studies of the past are relevant, however, the museums might serve as effective 

points of operation. 

Another special subject which might merit exploration is the relation of 

the ancient world to Africa. As far as I know, the Carthaginian and Roman penet-

ration of North Africa did not get far into the desert, and what influence - if 

any - they had to the South is unlmown. There were sea voyages by Greeks and 

Phonetians which could conceivably have reached the West African coast, but here 

again such contacts as tlEre may have been exist only in legend . If JM and RHN 

find they ca11 make an interesting case for a re- examination of classical antiq-

ui ty and the Near East, they may wish to explore further connections between 

the Mediterranean world and Africa. Tnis could coJOO through ancient Egypt and 

Abyssinia, but it might also arise out of the Roman period in North Africa. 
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There is at this moment an able young African classicist at the University College 

in Ghana \Vho is studying this period and whose work might be interesting in this 

connection. 

Finally, there is the whole question of training. Along with a lack of 

attention to African history there goes a lack of trained practitioners - not 

only in Africa but evei"'JWhere. A great deal needs to be done to assist in build-

ing up a supply of competent historians . Major attention should be given to 

Africa itself through the universities, but help will also be needed for univers-

ities in the United States and Europe . By way of illustration, I know of only 

one historian in the United States with competence in African history, and as yet 

very few graduate students are being trained for university posts . In England 

the situation is relatively good, but France has no competent African historian, 

while the leading historical expert on Africa in Belgium has never set foot on 

the African continent. Curiously, the situation is potentially best in Africa 

itself, where substantial numbers of European trained historians will be avail-

able in about four or five years . They will be relatively young and inexperienced, 

however , and will need the sort of opportunities for further study and travel 

usually associated with our fellowships . 
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